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INTERNATIONAL COLUMN

THE FOURTH WORLD CONFERENCE ON WOMENby Joan Sulewski, MD. *
Delegates from 181 nations came to a consensus at the United Nations Fourth World
Conference on Women. The final document, a declaration and platform of action, is a result of
negotiations and compromises, spanning a period of more than two years during which
preparatory conferences were held. While not binding, the document delineates priorities for
future national and international legislation,
Governmental delegates looked to non-government organizations in identiflying issues of
concern and in the follow-up of implementing the final document. Delegates from 3,000
non-government organizations (NGOs) convened at a forum that paralleled the conference. In
contrast, a decade earlier, only 300 NGOs met during the Third World Conference on Women
held in Nairobi.
The words and experiences shared by women from around the world both at the UN
Conference and the parallel NGO Forum invigorated the minds and spirits of those who attended.
Women, whether from societies considered to be advanced or from third world countries, except
for personal freedoms, expressed basically the same limitations and concerns.
Each nation provided a statement of commitment to implement the final document.
Ambassador Madeline K. Albright announced the commitments of the United States. Of primacy,
President Clinton has established a White House Office of Women's Outreach and Initiatives, an
Intra-Agency Council, which will direct the implementation of the platform for action. A six-year,
$1.6 billion initiative to fight domestic violence will be launched. The funds will be used for
specialized police and prosecution units and for the training of prosecutors, judicial personnel and
police. The other commitments made to the women of the U.S. included: to promote their health
and security; improve conditions in the workplace, promote access to financial credit; promote
and recognize the vital role of women in development; increase the participation of women in the
political process; promote the enforcement of women's legal rights; and, as a government, speak
on behalf of the human rights of all people.
At the conference, Hillary Rodham Clinton articulated the rights of all women. Citing her
own experiences, she proclaimed that the one message that echoes forth from the conference is
that human rights are women's rights, and women's rights are human rights. She listed some
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examples of violations of human rights: denial of life to babies simply because they are born girls;
death of women because their marriage dowries are deemed too small; rape of women individually
or as a tactic or prize of war; genital mutilation of young girls; forced abortion or sterilization of
women; and death by violence in the home, which is the leading cause of death of women ages
fourteen to thirty-four, worldwide.
Among the countries eligible, only China applied to the U.N. to host the conference. In
August of 1995, 40,000 women, enough to fill half a football stadium, came to Beijing, a city
veiled in the acrid pollution of soft coal. The U.N. conference was held in Beijing while the
parallel forum of NGOs was allocated by the Chinese government to the resort-like community of
Huairou, 60 kilometers away.
In its first attempt to hold an international conference of this magnitude, China and its
people proved to be capable and gracious hosts at a cost of temporarily limiting the movement of
its own citizens. Housing accomodations were adequate and ranged from newly constructed
dormitories to luxury hotels. In a country where cars are the exception and bicycles routinely are
used for transportation by workers, professionals, doctors and lawyers, potential traffic jams in
this city of 9 million were averted by a temporary ordinance that limited private car use to
alternate days determined by license plate number. Traffic between Beijing and Huairou was
restricted to those attending the conference and the forum. To facilitate buses and taxis, the
highway frequently flowed with a single direction of traffic. Security guards appeared unarmed
and were viewed as guards, rarely as harassers. As in former communist Poland, they were not
allowed to be photographed even when off duty. Personal visits to universities or places of work
were discouraged; prior formal approval by the Chinese Organizing Committee was crucial.
There is a remarkable complete neolithic village of Banpo, a matriarchal society of c.5000
B.C., which was uncovered near Xian, China and which predates the earliest Dynasty by 2000
years. It was not until 1949, however, that the modern women of China gained the right to vote
and to hold land, and arranged marriages were outlawed. In marriage, a wife retains her maiden
name. The family name precedes the given name in addressing Chinese citizens.
In the world's most populous country of 1.2 billion, where water must be boiled before
drinking, and obesity is the exception, life expectancy approaches that of the United States.
Mosquito netting hangs in hospital rooms where there is a bed for a family member to stay
alongside the patient. Doctors practice modern medicine and traditional Chinese medicine.
Chinese now greet each other with "nihao" (how are you); formerly the greeting was "have you
eaten today." Their word for the United States is "meiguo," which means beautiful country.
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